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CANVASBACK HUNTING SEASON CLOSED 
IN THREE FLYWAYS 

Wildlife officials are urging hunters to avoid accidentally shooting 

canvasback ducks during the 1986-87 hunting season. Canvasbacks cannot be 

taken legally in the three eastern flyways this year. 

In early August, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service proposed that the 
1986-87 hunting season be closed on canvasbacks in the Atlantic, Mississippi, 
and Central Flyways (basically every state east of the Rocky Mountains). The 
closure was confirmed in the Federal Register on September 12, 1986. 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Director Frank Dunkle says he is confident 
waterfowl hunters will make every effort to comply with the canvasback closure 
and attempt to avoid accidental shootings. "Traditionally, waterfowl hunters 
try to comply with regulations needed to protect the waterfowl resource, 
especially canvasbacks, and we have every reason to believe they will do so 
this time," he says. 

For the past three years, the canvasback population in the three affected 
flyways has been below target levels established by the Service. Habitat 
losses, drought, and predation in the bird's main nesting grounds are the 
major causes. Hunting may contribute to population declines of canvasbacks, 
and it is believed the closure will contribute to a more rapid recovery of the 
bird. 

An environmental assessment issued in 1983 emphasizes the management of 
canvasbacks by western and eastern populations and established 3?year average 
minimum breeding population levels of 360,000 birds in the East and 140,000 in 
the West, below which season closures should be considered. Currently the 
eastern population is 303,000 and is below the minimum level for the second 
consecutive year. The Service feels hunting of the eastern population should 
not continue until alternative conservation strategies can be fully developed. 

The breeding population in the Pacific Flyway, the western portion of the 
bird's range, is at or above the levels established as acceptable so 
canvasback hunting in that flyway will be allowed during the coming season. 

Fish and.Wildlife Service officials are urging that hunters in areas 
closed to canvasback hunting improve their ability to identify canvasbacks in 
flight this season. The male canvasback is a large-bodied duck with a reddish 
brown head and a black breast and tail. The female has a brown head and 
breast and her body is darker than that of the male. Both sexes can be 
distinguished from their more abundant and similar-appearing relative, the 
redhead duck, by their long, black, wedge-shaped bills and elongated heads 
which are especially noticeable in flight. 
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The canvasback, never as plentiful as many other species of ducks, is a 
prized quarry among waterfowl hunters. It is a large duck and a very fast 
flyer. It belongs to a group of waterfowl known as "divers." These ducks 
feed by diving to considerable depths to reach food, both plant and animal 
life. Diving ducks often inhabit larger, deeper bodies of water than the 
group of ducks known as dabblers, or puddle ducks, which find food in shallow 
waters without diving. The canvasback is considered more specialized than 
many other species in its habitat needs--food supply, nesting condiiiuns, 
wintering grounds, etc. This characteristic contributes to the periodic 
declines in the bird's population levels. 

The eastern population of canvasbacks nests throughout the prairie 
pothole region of western Minnesota, the Dakotas, and the Canadian provinces 
of Manitoba and Saskatchewan. Part of this population migrates to the 
Atlantic coast for the winter, with resting/feeding stops in North Dakota, 
South Dakota, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, along the upper Mississippi 
River, the Great Lakes, the Finger Lakes region of New York, and the 
Chesapeake Bay. Others follow the Mississippi River to wintering areas along 
the Gulf Coast. 

For several reasons, the hunting closure should help bring about a more 
rapid recovery of the canvasback population. The canvasback hen and young are 
especially vulnerable to hunting. The species requires two years to reach 
sexual maturity. It is hoped that the closure will allow more young hens to 
reach reproductive age. Water conditions in the nesting regions also have 
begun to improve during the past two years so breeding adults returning next 
spring should have a better chance to nest successfully. 

Various restrictions have been placed on canvasback hunting since the mid- 
1930's in response to population fluctuations. The most recent complete 
closure was in 1972 when the national population dipped to 429,000. An area 
closure system and restricted bag limits were in effect from 1973-1983. In 
the past, the combination of nesting habitat improvement and restrictions on 
hunting has resulted in significant improvements in canvasback populations. 
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